The images we encounter concerning God are varied and at times contradictory. God is identified as the cause of the current suffering, but is also the only hope for the future. Given the tensions which exist in the characterisation of God, how are we to talk about God in relation to this text? Can we, or indeed should we, try to draw conclusions about the nature of God in light of the different characterisations?
This current essay explores the portrayal of God within Lamentations, followed by a discussion of the theological implications of the text. The exegesis is brought into conversation with Terrence Fretheim's essay "The Authority of the Bible and Imag(in)ing God" 1 in order to highlight my own hermeneutical position in relation to the tensions evident in Lamentations. Particular attention will be paid to the violent language used of God, and its impact on our theology, concluding that within this text no one characterisation of God should be privileged. The text calls us into an engagement with the complexity of encountering God in the reality of lived experience, in the midst of pain and suffering.
The Characterisation of God in Lamentations
Within Lamentations the character of God is established through the speech of others.
God is spoken about and spoken to.
A variety of personae populate the text of Lamentations, each voicing their experiences. 2 The narrator 17; (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) (18) (19) (20) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (21) (22) , the personified city -Daughter Zion (1:9c, 11c-16, 18-22; 2:20-22) , the community (3:42-47; 4:17-20; 5:1-22) , and "the man", a persona who appears in chapter 3 and is an intentionally gendered voice different from that of both the narrator and the feminine city (3:1-41). Each of these personae speak, voicing different aspects of the suffering, longing and hope experienced in the Jerusalem community in the wake of the destruction. There is no attempt to merge the variety of views expressed by the personae. The multiple viewpoints sit alongside each other, leaving a sense of unresolved tension and rhetorical confusion.
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Alongside those who speak, various characters are spoken about. The narrator speaks of Zion, the community and of specific groups within the community. Zion speaks of herself, of the community as an entity, and of specific groups within the communitywomen, children, the elderly and so on. The man speaks primarily of his own suffering, but does address the community, and the community addresses its own pain, highlighting the plight of subgroups within its number.
Over and above this, however, each of the different personae speaks about God. God is one of the most dominant characters in the text, but unlike the personae, never 2 For the purposes of this essay, persona is defined as "the mask of characterisation assumed by the poet as the medium through which he (sic) perceives and gives expression to his world." (W. F. Lanahan, "The Speaking Voice in the Book of Lamentations," JBL 93 (1974) , 41-49. here 41 speaks. 4 The absence of divine voice is significant. Although God is the subject of much of the speech, the divine silence means that no one description of God is authoritative, or in fact has more authority than any other. The audience engages with a multiplicity of viewpoints concerning God, but, in the absence of the divine voice, is not constrained to privileging one over another.
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Before examining the portrayals of God, it is important to consider the nature of this text as poetic. As poetry, Lamentations consists of a series of independent yet interrelated poems. Their essential character has been defined in terms of parataxis - [12] [13] [14] identifies that as lyric poetry, Lamentations lacks "narrativizing devices" such as plot.
The current discussion focuses on three images, which are the most dominant and the most conflicting in Lamentations -God as the violent destroyer, God as absent, and
God as a God of steadfast love and hope.
God as Violent Destroyer
This image of God as a violent destroyer is one of the most confronting in
Lamentations. In varying degrees, three of the personae speak directly of God's violence; the narrator, the man, and Daughter Zion.
Both the narrator and the man have lengthy speeches which focus on God as the violent destroyer. [v. 7] ). There is little concern with the human impact of the destruction, although it is mentioned in v. 5 where God is described as multiplying mourning and lamentation.
Reference is made to God's anger and/or wrath six times (anger P) vv. 1 (x2), 3 and 6; wrath rb( v. 2; fury hmx) with v. 3 referring to God's fierce anger (P) yrxb) and v. 6 to the indignation of God's anger (wp) M(zb). God is also described as acting without mercy (lmx )l v. 2). A similar attribution of violence to God is found in the speech of the man in 3:1-18. In v. 1 the man identifies himself as the one who has seen affliction (h)r rbgh yn)
yn().
In what follows the man invokes images of physical violence against his body, much of it in the language of war (vv. 5, 7, 11, 12, 13) and of hunting (v. 11). The pursuit of the man is relentless, and he describes himself as physically and psychologically shattered (vv. 17-18) .
Zion also attributes violent action to God. Much of Zion's language is more personal and has to do with the pain and suffering God's actions have brought on her. As she breaks into extended speech for the first time Zion identifies God as the cause of her suffering Look and see if there is any sorrow like my sorrow, Which was brought upon (ll() me, which the Lord inflicted (hgy) on the day of his fierce anger (wp) Nwrx )
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Zion describes God as bringing sorrow and infliction, and as leaving her stunned (v.
13). Zion also draws on war imagery (vv. 13, 14, 18) , but there is an underlying concern with the impact of God's actions against her as a person. Like the narrator and the man, Zion emphasises the fierce anger of God, and names the destruction as a day of God's anger (v. 21).
to God, as biblical faith in general and Lamentations in particular steadfastly profess a God who is decisively impinged upon and affected by God's covenantal partners, they are not explicitly in evidence in this poem. That is, remarkably nowhere in Lamentations 2 are we shown any sign of God's felt pain or of God having been wronged. Thus, God's anger, as shaped by the poem's rhetoric, becomes noticeably one-dimensional, almost solely the source for hurtful action, and leaving the poem's readership, then, with the impression, as O'Connor observes, of an "out of control" and "mad deity". 11 Lam 1:12
The Absent God
Another dominant characterisation of God is as absent.
12 God's absence is portrayed in a number of different ways, and is voiced by all the personae.
Chapter 1 opens with the words "how lonely sits the city" (ry(h ddb hb#y hky)). Five times throughout the chapter reference is made to the lack of comforter for Zion, three times by the narrator (vv. 2, 9, 17) and twice by Zion (vv. 16, 21) .
While humans or other nations may qualify as comforters (vv. 2, 12 and 19[?] ), Zion herself seeks comfort from God as is evident in the pleas to God in vv. 9, 11 and 20.
Zion calls for God to "look" (h)r vv. 9, 11, 20) and "see" (+bn v. 11). 13 The lack of God's seeing compounds the suffering which results from the physical destruction.
The plea for God to look and see suggests that God is currently not looking, is not 12 There is little consensus in the literature with regard to the notion of divine absence, reflecting a tension in how it is that God can be understood to be absent. God's action as a response to sin; arguing that God only "appears" to be or is only perceived as absent (but is in reality still present); the positing of an absence in presence (i.e., God is genuinely experienced as absent but that this experience contains within it "an assumption of cosmic, primordial presence, thus giving us a dialectical notion of 'presence in absence' or 'absence in presence' "(29); and evolutionary supersessionism, which argues that both Israel's religion and in fact God "developed" over time. As we are drawing on the work of Fretheim, it is here worth noting his position with regard to divine absence. He argues not that God is absent from the people, but that the intensity of God's presence is, at times, diminished, that God has withdrawn an intensity of presence. As will be seen in the discussion which follows, although Israel does name an experience of God's absence, the very fact of voicing this experience to God still assumes an ongoing presence of God, or at least allows for the possibility of God hearing the cry. Despite this, for the voices within the text, God has withdrawn, and is for all intents and purposes absent from the people. 13 The same combination of verbs is used in an appeal to the passers-by in v. 12, however, they fail to qualify for the task.
seeing -is absent. The current absence of God is held alongside the hope that God will again be present and alleviate the suffering.
The narrator's speech in chapter 2, describes God destroying (tx#$) the tabernacle, abolishing (xk#$) festival and Sabbath, spurning (C)n) king and priest (v. 6), scorning (xnz) the alter in Jerusalem and disowning (r)n) the sanctuary. These actions suggest that God has withdrawn from the temple, is no longer dwelling amongst the people.
Although God is said to have withdrawn from the people, in 2:18, the narrator exhorts Zion to bring supplications before the presence of the Lord (Cry aloud to the Lord! O wall of daughter Zion! Let tears stream down like a torrent day and night! Give yourself no rest, your eyes no respite! 14 ). The God who has withdrawn is still the God before whom Zion must come to bring about a reversal of the current plight.
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The communal voice further names the divine absence. The man concludes his speech in 3:40-41 by turning to the community, exhorting them to confession (Let us test and examine our ways, and return to the LORD. Let us lift up our hearts as well as our hands to God in heaven). rebelled, and you have not forgiven (txls )l ht))" (v 42). God is then described as being wrapped in anger (P)b htks), in a cloud (Nn(b) so that no prayer can pass through (hlpt rwb(m vv. 43-44).
Chapter three closes with an extended petition in masculine singular voice, calling on
God to respond to the supplicant and to act against the enemy (vv. 55-66). The hopeful possibility of the appeal is negated by the final doubt-filled despair. The silence of God throughout the book becomes the central focus of the conclusion. God remains absent and silent.
God as a God of Steadfast Love and Mercy
A third portrayal of God in Lamentations stands over and against the portrayals of the violent and absent God -God as a God of steadfast love and mercy. This view of God is implied by both the narrator and Zion in chapter 1, but is most fully expressed by the man in chapter 3, who moves from the genre of lament and complaint to a wisdom like section which extols the virtues of God (3:21-39). This wisdom speech is often given privileged position when the theology of Lamentations is discussed, seen as the highpoint of the book.
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The emphasis on God's justice and righteousness is seen initially in chapter 1. Both the narrator and Zion make reference to the sin of the city and her inhabitants, implying that God's violent action was justified in light of this sin (1:5, 8, 14, 18, 22 emphasised through the sheer enormity of the suffering and the extent of the complaint.
The attribution of steadfast love and mercy is most strongly spoken by the man of chapter 3. In a heavily didactic voice the man reflects on the nature of God (vv. 22-24, 34-39) , and on the correct stance to be taken before God in the face of suffering (vv. Verses 25-30 define the attributes of God, who is good (bt) to those who wait for him and to the soul who seeks him. Having counselled a patient waiting on God in the face of suffering, the man returns to an expression of confidence, again emphasising God's attribute of steadfast love (vv. 31-33). 31 For the Lord will not reject for ever. 32 Although he causes grief, he will have compassion according to the abundance of his steadfast love; 33 for he does not willingly afflict or grieve anyone.
These verses do not deny the reality of the present situation, naming the rejection and grief as coming from God. The emphasis and hope, however, lies on the compassion (Mxr) and steadfast love (dsx) of God. The remainder of the man's speech focuses on the justice of God, identifying that in the course of life both the good and the bad come from the hand of the Most High and again linking the present suffering with punishment for sin (vv. 34-39) .
Distinct hope is present within the speech of the man, based on the attributes of God's justice, love, righteousness and mercy. 19 It is in the recognition of these attributes that the man calls on the community to turn to God in confession (3:41-42). This hope filled position is, however, not maintained, with the community returning to lament genre, again naming the absence of God as their current experience.
The Characterisation of God in Lamentations
These three portrayals of God -God as a violent destroyer, God as absent and God as a God of steadfast love and mercy -are the most dominant in Lamentations. These images are conflicting, and problematic, particularly the images of the violent and the absent God. The question then arises as to how we can move from the analysis of the text to using that analysis to inform our theology. How can we talk about God in light of the tensions evident in Lamentations? Can we say anything coherent about the violent God who causes suffering and who is at the same time the God in whom hope for the future lies?
We cannot back away from the fact that there is a witness to the violence of God within the Hebrew scriptures. This witness occurs not only in poetic texts such as
Lamentations, but is evident in a range of narrative texts. 20 The extent of the violence is particularly confronting in Lamentations as the discussion of God's violent action far outweighs the discussion of the motivation behind that action. While the sin of the people is named as one of the reasons for the destruction (1:5, 8, 9, 14, 18, 20; 2:14; 3:39, 42; 4:6, 13; 5:7,16 ), this is not a sustained argument. There is an emphasis on innocent suffering over deserved suffering.
In "The Authority of the Bible and Imag(in)ing God" Fretheim suggests three areas to consider when evaluating the value of the God-talk which emerges from any given reading of a text. 21 These are these, Fretheim places higher value of those of the narrator and God (noting, however, that God's self talk probably coincides with the view of the narrator).
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• Rhetorical purpose:
• The literary nature of the text.
These criteria provide a useful framework to begin our discussion. Although I am making use of his material, my own analysis diverges from Fretheim's in places, particularly with regard to using credal statements as a normative lens through which to read the text.
In terms of point of view, I have already highlighted that no one point of view is truly privileged in Lamentations. God's character is constructed by the personae in the text, but because God does not speak, divine authority is not given to any of those points of view. 23 In the history of interpretation, authority has been given to some of the personae over others. 24 The man of chapter 3, who makes propositional statements about the character of God is often seen as the voice which expresses the theological heart of the book. At other times the narrator's voice is given precedence -especially where he identifies a causal link between God's action and Jerusalem's sin. Rarely is the feminine voice of the city given precedence. 25 I would argue, however, that this is 22 "Imag(in)ing God," 115. 23 Against Fretheim ("Imag(in)ing God," 115). In relation to Lamentations the narrator has no more authority than the other personae in the text. All the speaking voices within this text are personae, constructed to give voice to multiple viewpoints on the destruction. 24 See note 18 above. 25 An example of the undervaluing of the feminine voice is found in the work of Mintz ("Rhetoric of Lamentations"). He states To deal with this threatened loss of meaning -what amounts to a threat of caprice, gratuitousness, absurdity -Zion as a figure is simply not sufficient; a woman's voice, a false move within this text. All the voices are literary constructs, and all, at one point or another, characterise God in each of the images discussed. There is no privileged or authoritative voice.
In terms of rhetoric, that these poems are primarily lament must be taken seriously.
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Their purpose is to give voice to the pain and suffering at the limits of experience, in the midst of an almost unimaginable crisis. All the structures that held the community together, political, social and religious, had been shattered. Meaning had collapsed, and the poems give strong voice to the resultant confusion. These poems are not carefully formulated statements, are not systematic doctrines, are not reflections on the ontological nature of the divine, but the pouring out of human experience. 27 The poems tell us of the experience of God, but do not tell us all there is to know about God.
In his discussion Fretheim argues that we need to consider the literary nature of the texts we are dealing with, and in particular that biblical characters, here God, are literary constructs. Fretheim suggests that there are two dictums which need to be avoided when talking about the character of God on the basis of biblical texts. One is according to the cultural code of Lamentations, can achieve expressivity but not reflection. And now acts of reasoning and cognition are the necessary equipment for undertaking the desperate project of understanding the meaning of what has happened. The solution is the invention of a new, male figure, the speaker of chapter 3 ... whose preference for theologizing rather than weeping is demonstrated throughout (9). 26 Fretheim raises the issue of the authority of lament texts when he asks "What about the theology of, say, the lament psalms? Inasmuch as they are spoken in situations of deep distress, is their understanding of God comparable to what moderns might say in a tight spot, but would never say in a carefully formulated statement?" ("Imag(in)ing God," 116). 27 Claus Westermann ("The Complaint Against God," in God in the Fray: A Tribute to Walter Brueggemann [ed. T. Linafelt and T. K. Beal. Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998 ] 233-241) argues that within lament "the sufferers are encountering something about God which they cannot comprehend and that they have reached the limits of their own intellectual capacity. The sense of awe before the majesty of God prevents any attempt at rationalization." ( 239) that we identify the real God with the God who is embodied in the text -i.e., by suggesting that God does not transcend the text. The God of the text is a metaphorical God, and as metaphor, we are called to question the is and the is not -the yes and the While this hermeneutic move may well allow the different voices to be held together, we need to be very careful in taking this step, because to do so actually denies the nature of the text itself. Theologically and propositionally we may want to draw certain claims about God from Lamentations, but that is our concern not the text's.
Lamentations resists this type of interpretation. We need to take seriously the genre of 32 "Imag(in)ing God," 121-122. Fretheim in fact draws on Lam 3:20-32 to support his argument. He states "The God confessed by Israel remains constant across the story's interruptions, especially the chasm of the exile. The book of Lamentations, which never appeals to God's actions in Israel's past, makes this kind of confession (3:20-32). In the midst of the great gulf between past and future, the hope of Israel is not to be placed in its own story, but in the kind of God whom it confesses. Hence, the God who is the subject of sentences in the narrative is to be understood fundamentally in terms of those generalizations." A differently nuanced understanding of this section of text is articulated by Berges ("Violence of God," 41-42) who states "The biblical protest against Jhwh, who acts in contradiction to his own ethical standards, is not rooted in a cultural disapproval of a violent God, but in a hope to experience his benevolence again. The sapiential reflection of the geber in the center of Book of Lamentation (3:22-24), does not present the solution to the problem of divine negativity, but the internal motivation to protest against it." This reading of Berges, it seems, allows the voice of protest to maintain its integrity.
voiced, without trying to reduce them down to propositional statements about God.
Lamentations is not propositional, it is experiential, and for Israel at this time in her history, God was contradictory. God was both problem and solution, violent, absent and the longed for future hope. 33 The text invites us to grapple with these different experiences of God, not necessarily asserting that one experience is universally and always true, or even propositionally valid. That is not the purpose of the text. The text is an invitation to engagement with the complexity of experiencing God in the reality of lived experience, in the midst of pain and suffering. It is an invitation to a dialogue that ends on a question, leaving hope only in the possibility of finally hearing a response from the God who is silent.
33 Berges (41) argues that "the wisdom-inspired reflection of the geber in Lam 3 leads into the right direction, i.e., 'to hold and affirm conflicting and contradictory truths without eventually surrendering either.'" (Citing Dobbs-Allsopp, Lamentations, 120).
